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INTRODUCTION

ELEMENTS OF A STRATEGIC PLAN

The princi ples of integrated resource planning will
influence utility behavior only if they become part of the
utility’s core mission and objectives. Strategic planning
by water utility manag ers can compl ement an d enhan ce
IRP. The likeli hood of a successful IRP process is greatly
enhan ced if (1) the utility also engages in a process of
long-term strategic planning, and (2) IRP goals are
incorporated into the utility’s mission and strategic
planni ng goals.

Missi on
The centr al focus of a utility's operations and decisions
should be its mission, which is the fundamental, unique
purpose that sets it apart from other organizations, and
identifies its scope of operations. The mission is a
general, endurin g stat ement of the or ganization's intent
and describes the areas of emphasis for the organ izat ion
in a manner that reflects the values and phil osophies of
management and other key decision makers.

THE NEED FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING
The thr ee basic components of t he mission statement are:

C The shared values or beliefs of the members of the

Water and wastewater utilities are facing numerous
interlocking challenges involving the environmental
quality of life in their communities, increasing capital
constr uction needs in a time of economic scarcity, the
need to control rates and charges, the demands of their
customers for improved service, the requirements of local,
state and federal regulators and many others. To meet
these challenges, ma nagement of utiliti es must prioritize
the allocation of limited resources and focus the utility
organization on the key factors necessary for success. To
accomplish this, each utility must:

organization.

C The central vision or purpose of the organization.
C The needs of the key parties who have a stake in the
operations of the organization.
In the context of IRP, the utility mission m ight addr ess
values and beliefs rel ated about water resource
management. Water uti lities today often are expected not
only to provide water service but to provide ? total water
management” and act as conscienti ous stewards of
nature’s water resources. The most important purposes of
a mission statement are to help the organizati on
determine and prioritize strategic alternatives, and to
guide long-term execution of the selected stra tegies.
These critical functions require that care be taken in
developing and communicating a mean ingful mission
statement. A mission statement reflecting a belief in
environmental stewardship may help pave the way to IRP
strategies, including conservation and demand
management.

Define the organization's ultimate goals, including goals
related to integrated resource planning and total
water management.
Allocate the organization's financial, organizational and
political resources towards achi eving those goals.
Energize manag ement an d staff as a team dedicated to
achieving short and long term success.
To assist in this effort, management of several
progr essive utilities have implemented a strategic
planning process designed to help drive their
organizations towards improved performance and
strategic success. The purpose of this article is to define
the elements of a strategic plan, to discuss how strategic
plans are developed and to present the potential resul ts of
successful strategic planning.

Goals and Objectives
To drive strategies and evaluate achievement of an
organization's mission, greater specificity concerning
what is to be achieved needs to be expressed in terms of
goals and objectives.
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Goals are qualitative sta tem ents t hat, in their totality,
represent achievement of the mission. Goals should
direct the operations of the organization's operations in
key external and internal areas. External areas in which
goals may be required include all the elemen ts of
integr ated resource planning, such as environmental
issues, supply and demand management, water qua lity,
community involvement, and so on. Internal factors
include those necessary operate the business of the utility
such as human resources, financial management and
customer service.

- Tasks necessary for effective implementation.
- Due dates for the various tasks.
- Individual r esponsibility assignments.
These action pla ns should serve as a guide in on going
strategy implementat ion and as a m eans for evaluating
progress.
Strategic Framework
Figure 1 presents a simplified strategic framework
showing the linkages between the various elements of the
strategic plan. The discipline of portraying mission,
goals, objectives and stra tegies in this framework helps to
assure that th e strategies are dir ected towards specific
goals a nd that collectively, they are su fficien t to ach ieve
the respective goals. Each strategy presented on the
strategic framework sh ould be supplemented by an action
plan. The strategic framework also serves as an excellent
vehicle for communicating the strategic plan, both
inter nally and exter nally.

Objectives are quantitative performance indicators that
measure the achi evement of each goal. Objectives are
critical because they provide the important element of
accountability to the strategic pl ann ing process. Seni or
management is responsible to their board, city council,
city manager or other govern ing auth ority for
achievement of measurable objectives. Other members of
management should be held accountable for perform ance
relative to specific objectives that they are responsible to
achieve. In some organizat ions, compensation and oth er
rewards are tied to the achievement of specific
measurable objectives stated in the organization's
strategic plan, or the strategic plan of their particular
organizational unit.

THE PROCESS
Experien ce with many organizations in virtually all
industr ies indicates that to achieve the kind of strategic
success described above, a utility must develop:

Strategies
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Strategies are sp ecific allocat ions of time, money and
effort, and are designed to achieve the various goals and
objectives. The strategies selected must reflect the
priorities of the utility as expressed by the mission, goals
and objectives. In the context of IRP, strategies might
include specific deman d-man agemen t programs.
Unfort unately, virtually every utility orga nizat ion is faced
with the reality of limited resources, and therefore, the
strategi es must reflect carefully considered choices, and
should be evaluated in terms of resources required, results
expected, probability of successful implementation and
potential impact on overall performance.
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A shar ed vision of utility's ultimat e goals.
Organizations driven by shar ed vision an d shared
values have a gr eater capa city to succeed than other
organizat ions.
A common understanding of the princi ples under
which th e utility will oper ate.
Across the board acceptance of the urgen cy of
implementing the strategic plan.

As a result of these requirements, strategic plans that
have been successfully implemen ted have been developed
by teams of employees and other involved individuals
(often assisted by professional strategic planning
facilitators). Since employees operate the utility and will
be responsible for strategy implementation, it is essential
that they be actively involved in strategy development.

Implementation Plans
The final element of a strategi c plan , the impl ement ation
plan, is necessary to facilitate implementation of the
selected strategies and to provide accountability for the
actions decided upon. The implementation plan should
consist of a series of action plans that, for ea ch str ategy,
indicat e:

The most effective way to develop a strategic plan that
will be successfully implement ed, is thr ough a series of
workshops.
The design of the structure, and
determination of the participan ts, at these workshops are
difficult and must be customized for each organizat ion
and the un ique issues each faces. Some of the process
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is reviewed, revised as necessary, and adopted by senior
management at a strat egy review workshop.

designs that have been successful, and the particular
issues they were designed to address, are presented in the
following paragrap hs.

Functional Unit Strategy Groups
Under this alternative, senior management and/or the
board develop the mission and goals (as in the previous
altern ative) and then, strategy workshops ar e conducted
for each functional area to determine how each unit will
contribute to the achievement of the overall utility
missi on and goals. Each unit would, in effect, develop its
own strategic plan, which, when combined with the plans
of the other unit s, would represent the overall utility's
strategic plan. This app roach is ut ilized when teamwork
and cooperation within an functional unit is a key issue

Senior Management Strat egy G roup
The most com mon approa ch is t o convene a senior
management strategy group to develop the strategic plan.
This group, which meets in a seri es of facilitated
workshops, generally includes the Director of the utility
(whatever the title may be), and that individual's direct
reports. Also included would be the leaders of the various
functional units within the utility. Sometimes, members
of the Board, and/or oversight agencies, are included as
part of the strategy group. Mid-management input is
obtained through questionnaires, interviews, interim
meetings and involvement in implementation plann ing.
This appr oach is gener ally used when ther e is effecti ve
inter-departmental cooperation and a good working
relationship between mid-management and the senior
group, and the greatest need is for the development and
documentation of a meaningful strategic plan.

Clear ly, there ar e numerous va riations of the a lternative
described above, and the specific approach utilized should
reflect the un ique characteristi cs of the particular utility.

Ongoing Implementation
Implement ation planning is only the first step in strategy
implementation. Ongoing and consistent attention is
required to assure th at the str ategies developed are
actually implemented. Some of th e techn iques t o monitor
and facilitate implementa tion in clude:

Active Board Involvement
In some situations, it is critical that the Board (or similar
body) become actively involved in the strategic planing
process. Some organizations have worked at the board
level to develop the vision, values and overall mission of
the organization, and have used management groups to
develop the remainder of the plan. In this alternative, the
board states what is to be accomplished on an overall
basis, and management determ ines h ow the or ganizat ion
will achieve the ultimate goals. The participation of the
board can be important when the utility has an active and
interested board that desires to provide the kind of overall
direction contemplated by this approach.
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Assignment of goal and strategy champions to
monitor the implementation of strategies on an
ongoing basis.
Inclusion of an update on implementation progress at
each management meeting.
Periodic formal reviews of the strategic plan to
identify and cha nges to the plan so tha t it becomes a
dynamic document which is an integral part of the
manner in which the utility is operated.

In addition to the above direct means of strategy
implementation, it is importan t that ma nagement al so
contribute to the implementation strategies through
indirect meth ods such as:

Cross Functional/Multi-Level Strategy G roups
When it is important to improve teamwork among the
various functional areas and the various levels of
management, some organi zations have created cross
functiona l/multi-level teams to develop objectives and
strategies. In this alternative, senior management
(possibly in conjunction with the board) develops the
missi on and goals. Separate "goal teams" of individuals
from all functional areas and variou s levels of
management are convened to develop the objectives,
strategi es and action plan s for their respective goal ar eas.
Upon completion of this process, a the final strategic plan

C
C
C

38

Consistently talking about the utility's mission and
overall strategic plan.
Recognizing special contributions to the strategy
implementat ion process by individuals or teams.
Redefining the utility's culture in accordance with
the strategic plan.

RESULTS OF
PLANNING

SUCCESSFUL

continued manag ement commit ment atten tion .
Organizations that h ave developed and im plemented
comprehensive strategi c plans h ave experienced
consistently improved per formance.
Strategic
management not only is worth the effort, but in today's
and tomorrow's dynamic and complex environment, it is
essential for long-term success.

STRATEGIC

The most important result of effective strategic planning
is improved shor t-term a nd long- term utility
performance.
Thi s is ach ieved through the
implement ation of a strategic planning process that is
design ed to:
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THE AUTHOR

Develop meanin gful strat egies that , when
implemen ted, will h ave a positive i mpact on
performan ce.
Create a commitment and dedication to the strategic
plan by a cohesive and dedicated management and
utility team.
Focus the allocation of resources on those factors that
are critical t o the utility's success.
Create a mechanism to facilitate the measurement of
performan ce as compared to plan to enhan ce
managemen t's accountability for long-term success.

Gerald Wexelbaum is President of Strategy Support
Associates, a management consulting firm dedicated to
assisting clien ts in the development and im plementation
of strategic plans. He has considerable consulting
experience in the private and public sectors and has
worked with several water and wastewater utility
organizat ions.

Strategic plann ing an d integr ated resour ce planning are
not easy. Plan ning is an ongoing process th at requires
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